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Foreword 


This three-part series offers a fictionalized account of two couples who lived during the glorious resurgence of the Eastern Roman Empire: Emperor Justinian, his Empress Theodora, his greatest general, Belisarius, and the general’s wife, Antonina. Justinian the Great, the last truly Roman Emperor, began his reign with victories against the Persians and the Vandals in North Africa. Belisarius, one of the greatest generals who ever lived, enabled this new Roman springtime. He defeated the barbarians whose invasions brought about the fall of the Western Empire. The Emperor’s and the general’s ambitious wives, both former courtesans, are two of the most intriguing women of the Roman Era. Both were indispensable in the success of their husbands’ careers and the transition to a society where women could play critical roles. 

I have relied extensively on historical documents (particularly Procopius of Caesarea) to create a canvas to paint this picture. Where history is silent or obscure, I have filled the gaps with a literary narrative that generally aims to conform to the consensus of historians. Drawing on all known historical and literary accounts, I have attempted to reconcile narratives that made the most sense amidst conflicting versions of events. I have eliminated some characters who were part of the historical narrative while merging others. 

The physical and spiritual despair that followed the veil of ash and the pandemic resembles Europe after the First World War. For that reason, I have borrowed much of the outline and metaphors that T.S. Eliot used in his epic poem, The Wasteland. In addition, I have used references from the treasuries of Sacred Scripture, patristic writings, Roman philosophy, world literature, and even modern cinema and music to illuminate the course of events and characters. 
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Chapter One
The Challenge


People with good intentions make promises, but people with good character keep them. 

Knowing what’s right doesn’t mean much unless you do what’s right.

— Theodore Roosevelt

Roman Fortress at Dara near the Persian Border
26 June 530, A.D.

They watched the ape-necked Persian giant emerge from the battle line riding a well-muscled chestnut horse. Impatiently, he moved back and forth along the Roman trench, just shy of the archers’ range, taunting the Roman general and mocking his reluctance to accept the challenge of a duel. 

“That Persian is at it again, General,” Commander Pharas said to his old friend Flavius Belisarius. He gave Belisarius a grim but sympathetic look. Belisarius raised his eyebrows.

“What now?” He was no longer laughing at the daylong harangue.

“This time, he says he will cleave your skull and drink your wine from it.” 

Belisarius sighed and shook his head. “What kind of woman raises a child to talk like that?” He hunched over in his saddle as a feeling of nausea overcame him. A voice in his head suggested he would rather be in the Persian’s saddle than his own. He knew that the leader of Persia’s Ten-Thousand Immortals had every confidence his army would once again triumph over the Romans, as they had in every battle for the past century. He knew his chances of winning either in individual combat or battle were slim. He considered the short careers of the commanders before him who had either been killed on the battlefield or escaped, only to be disgraced or executed in Constantinople, a veritable graveyard for failed ambitions.

“When are the Persians going to attack, Pharas? What are they waiting for?”

“They’re waiting for you to make the first move.” 

“We tried that at the battle of Thannuris and fell into pits. We’re not doing that again.”

“Agreed, but…”

“But what?” Belisarius interrupted before realizing that his impatience was worrying his staff around him. Keep calm and keep your fears to yourself. Three years on the Roman-Persian frontier had accomplished little more than a reduction of the size of his army. He looked around at his men. All eyes were on him, and they could not hide their apprehension as well as he could.

“The men and horses have been standing in the hot sun all day,” Pharas said coolly. “They’re in no condition to fight now.” Belisarius nodded his agreement. 

The two men looked over the hot and dusty border between the Roman and Persian empires. The formidable fortress of Dara stood behind them, a mile back, protecting their rear. Between the army and Dara, a thousand white tents littered the ground where the Roman army slept at night. A few fires around their camp prepared their evening meal, and the pleasant aroma left Belisarius feeling hungry. On their left and right were hills, too steep and covered with scrub for the cavalry to charge over them. Two miles off in front of them stood an army twice their size. Over them was a sun so hot that his men could not touch their armor without singeing their skin. Below them was the dry and dusty ground of Roman Mesopotamia, a productive land fed by mountains whose waters flowed slowly into the Euphrates River. A green and pleasant land, Belisarius thought; they were safe — for now. Pharas interrupted his thoughts.

“He is talking to you, Flavius.” The two leaned forward in their saddles to hear the bombastic Persian.

“I have defeated every man I ever faced in single combat,” he yelled in demotic Greek. 

Belisarius turned to Pharas, “By his bulk, I’d say he is not boasting. What do you think he weighs? 250 pounds? He’s as tall as his Nisean horse — maybe seven feet.”

“Yes,” Pharas said. “He’s the vanguard of his cavalry unit, and if the boisterous encouragement of his fellows is an indication, he commands the respect of his army.”

The comment made Belisarius shrink in his saddle. After the disaster at nearby Thannuris two years before, he wasn’t sure what sort of respect he commanded. He had learned from that defeat but wondered if he had learned enough to change the outcome. The deliberation made Belisarius feel tired, and the conversation made him feel small.

Belisarius watched the Persian, in auriferous scaled armor and a golden helmet topped with a blue peacock panache on his head, taunt the Romans. “Send me your best warrior and let us fight to the death. The losing side quits Syria and returns home to the suckling breasts of their mothers.” His guttural laughter bounced off the mountains and reverberated across the wasteland between the ridges and the fortified walls of Dara. The sounds of sycophantic foot soldiers joining in forced laughter only made his contempt for the Persians angrier. It seemed as though the valley itself echoed the taunts of the Persians.

“Don’t disrespect our mothers,” Belisarius murmured in a staccato fashion. His horse, Bucephalus, reared his head as though nodding in agreement. Belisarius pulled back the reins and spun his horse around in a circle, a habit of his whenever he grew irritated. He examined his rust-speckled armor and frowned. The white Ostridge plume in his helmet had broken in half that morning, making him feel ridiculous and angry.

He thought briefly of his counterpart, the Persian commander, Perozes, who would be watching this pretense in proud approval. He looked around nervously at the faces of Pharas and his men and saw that the unchallenged taunting was taking a toll on his army’s confidence even as it seemed to raise the esprit de corps of the Persians. He knew the Persian was trying to goad him into making the first move. He watched the Persian giant remove his helmet and wipe the sweat from his brow and beard, waiting for the Roman response.

But no reply came from the disciplined Roman troops. Belisarius saw that his men grew weary of the charade even as he grew angry. They had been standing in the hot sun for twelve hours. He watched as a handful of troops passed out in the heat, and the water boys struggled to keep the army and the horses hydrated. The field around him reeked of sweat and horse piss. He wondered if his men thought him a coward for not meeting the Persian on the battlefield. As medics brought the passed-out men to the rear of the line, he looked at the low sun in the sky just dipping below the mountains in the west and turned to the handful of senior officers gathered around him. 

“Tell me, Pharas, are the Persians going to attack this late in the day?”

“No, sir.”

“Then tell the men they can return to their tents until the first light.” 

Hermogenes, the senior general on the staff, gave him a disapproving look that said his military training precluded dismissal of the army before sundown. Belisarius appreciated the old veteran’s counsel. Belisarius knew that although he was commander of the army in the East, he needed Hermogenes’s approval to hold the confidence of his fellow generals. He turned to Hermogenes. 

“General, the Persians have watched us dig trenches for three days. They are not going to attack with less than an hour’s light. They need to see the terrain in front of them.”

Hermogenes seemed to accept this logic and nodded his cautious approval. Pharas delivered the message to the captains, who passed the word along. Starting with the rear-most ranks, the men returned to their tents. After an hour, only the front-most line and the generals remained. The entire valley was in the shade of the western mountain, which meant that there would undoubtedly be no attack. He had made the right call. A cool breeze cooled his head, and Belisarius wiped the sweat off his forehead and neck and made a sour face.

“I need a bath,” he said. 

“I’m glad you noticed,” Pharas replied quickly with a grin. 

“A cool bath will give me a chance to think,” he said. “We cannot have our men just sitting in the sun for a third day while the Persian harasses them.”

The weary cavalry officers dismounted their warhorses, walked a half-mile through the gates of the Roman fortress at Dara, and headed for the governor’s palace. Belisarius stayed behind. The giant took notice and began again.

“Ahh, are you Roman boys going to take a little nap?” 

“What’s that peacock yelling about now?” Belisarius asked. 

“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Pharas replied. “Aren’t you coming? You need your rest.” 

“No, my duty is to these men. I’ll come when every last one is off the field.” 

The mindless yammering of the giant faded until his voice was little more than a pulsating annoyance. Belisarius looked around at the long, grimy faces of the last line of men as they filed past him. These men needed much more than bread and water. They needed to be encouraged and know that their general appreciated them. Most of all, they needed their commander to be strong. As he watched the vanguard of the Roman line file past him under the weight of their bread-oven armor, he wondered if he could be enough for them. 

Pharas whacked the butt of Belisarius’s mount and pushed its rider forward to the fortress. 

“Let’s go! You smell like a barbarian,” the barbarian said. A descendant of immigrants from Scandza1 north of the Baltic Sea, Pharas was a tall man who wore his long, blond hair braided behind his ears. His fair skin, now freckled and bronzed by the hot Syrian sun, made his blue eyes glow like the port of an Ionian harbor. He and Belisarius had been playmates as children in the town of Germania2 in Thrace, and he spoke acquired Latin with a Germanic Herulian accent that made everyone laugh. 

From the Dara rampart, one of the Roman infantrymen called out to the taunting Persian, “The general is going to his bath! Leave him alone.” Belisarius gave him a warm smile.

The Persian beat his sword over his shield in furious protest, “When we conquer Dara, Belisarius will prepare a bath and breakfast for Perozes so that he can clean the filthy Roman blood from his body.” 

The infantryman put an arrow in his bow and pulled it back. “That arrogant bastard!” 

“Hold your fire, soldier,” Hermogenes commanded. “No one shoots until we give the order.” The archers relaxed their bows. The fresh bread and hot stew aroma had taken the fight out of them. Three days of digging a quarter-mile trench needed rest. 

“I hope you appreciate that we’re getting this little demonstration instead of a battle,” Belisarius said. 

“Oh yes,” Pharas said. “I look forward to showing the Persians that trenches can be used against them as easily as they were against us at Thannuris.”

“How is morale among the men?”

Pharas hesitated. 

“Be candid, Pharas.”

“They all know our record against the Persians, and….” Pharas stopped again. “Their current commander, Flavius, remains yet… unproven.”

“Indeed, I am,” Belisarius said with resignation before walking past Pharas and into the governor’s palace. 

Belisarius considered ways to exploit the arrogance born of a century of uninterrupted Persian victories over the Romans. Twenty-five years earlier, in the last round of Roman-Persian wars, Rome had lost the frontier post at nearby Nisibis and had been in retreat ever since. The Romans had built the fort at Dara to protect the border and fled there after their defeat at the battle of Thannuris. 

As Belisarius entered the bedchamber, he passed a mirror in the bath chamber and smiled ruefully at his reflection. His thick black eyebrows arched intelligently over his dark brown eyes. Women admired his curly chin-length black hair and his chiseled jaw, now partly hidden by ten days’ growth. His muscular physique testified to a life of strenuous military training. He knew he looked impressive in his armor, but Pharas’s words weighed heavily upon him. Unproven.

He looked fine but smelled like a pack animal and knew a good soak in the bath would do wonders for his mind. As he brushed his hair, he recalled how Spartans groomed themselves before battle since they might be preparing their bodies for the afterlife. He wondered if he was vainly doing the same. He smiled in the mirror as though smiling at death and liked the reflection staring back at him.

He looked forward to relaxing and washing the sweat off his back after the long, laborious march from Asia Minor3. Hot springs kept the Roman bath in use even in winter, but on a hot day such as this, he liked to take advantage of the frigidarium4 and massage room. 

Doric columns supported a windowed ceiling above the bath, and a mosaic depicting archers hunting wild rams graced the floor. The marble walls were adorned with statues, a rare touch of civilization in the dusty fortress town. The low sun poured through the arched window, forming light beams on the steam floating in the air. The sound of children laughing and playing in the nearby shallow pool reminded Belisarius of his childhood when he frolicked in the baths with Pharas. He wondered if these children would still be laughing the next day or sold into slavery by the victorious Persians.

As he walked into the dressing room, Pharas and John, both nude, raised their arms to welcome him. He laughed at the immodest way that the two strutted around the bath--almost as though they were unaware that they were unclothed. He remembered the first time he saw Pharas and John nude and how their hairy backs made them look like brown and black bears. 

John was his best cavalry commander, a Christian refugee from Persian-controlled Armenia who joined the Roman army during the Iberian War to protect his people from Zoroastrian persecutions. He had a swarthy complexion and a thick beard that had once prevented a Persian sword from cutting off his chin. He knew that with John and Pharas, he could relax — and think.

As Belisarius took off his sweaty tunic and stepped tentatively into the cool water, he said, “It’s a shame we don’t have a larger bath so the men….”

“Spare us your platitudes, Flavius, and get in the water,” John said as he splashed the cool water upon him, “the men would want you to indulge in this. We need you at your best tomorrow. Besides, they are all bathing in the cisterns now.”

Belisarius smiled gratefully. “Good. Still, I’m worried about the men, John.”

John had a finger on the pulse of the men and could speak candidly to Belisarius. “The men always murmur about vast Persian numbers.”

“Yes, but I don’t like going into battle with the fear I see in their eyes,” Belisarius said.

“That’s not really what’s bothering you, Flavius, is it?” John asked. “You’re concerned the men have doubts about how young you are.”

Belisarius’s sad nod seemed to suggest he shared their concern. “Wouldn’t you be concerned if you were in their shoes?”

Pharas laughed, “Don’t think too hard about it, Flavius. You’re the same age Alexander was when he conquered Persia.”

“Yes,” Flavius agreed, “but Alexander had proven himself by that point. John is right. I am the youngest general here, and many of these guys served with me at Thannuris, which didn’t go too well.”

“Things like that happen in war,’ John said. “You know that. Yes, the cavalry deserted the infantry, and the Persians crushed us, but…”

Pharas interrupted, “That’s because the cavalry fell into hidden pits the Persians left for them. General Cutzes’s charge was reckless. We would never have escaped except for Flavius’s quick thinking,” Pharas said.

“Perhaps,” Belisarius said, “but their fears of the Persians are well-founded. I cannot do anything about my age, but I need to do something to inspire the men.”

“Like what?” Pharas asked with a look of concern on his face.

“Accept their challenge for a duel,” John said as he checked the water temperature with his big toe. 

Pharas gave him a stern look, “No! Absolutely not!”

As Belisarius, Pharas, and John relaxed in the water, Belisarius closed his eyes and drifted to a game he and his friends had played at the thermal baths in his native Germania. He remembered the natural geyser that erupted every few minutes to the cheers of delighted bathers. He recalled the stone slide his friends used as a watchtower in their child war games. He recalled how he would stand upon it looking out for “enemy Huns” at a time when the threat of a Hunnish invasion constantly hung over his quiet little town. He thought of the horrible afternoon twenty years earlier, when he had been playing with Pharas and his adopted brother, Sunicas. The chimes of church bells had interrupted their play and had rung violently, signaling another raid. 

Young Belisarius had shouted out to his playmates, “Huns! Real Huns!” 

As the teenage bathers fled through the streets toward their homes and mothers, they had passed screaming women, terrified children, and Huns on horseback, shooting arrows and stabbing the townsfolk with swords and pikes. The air had reeked of thatched roofs set ablaze and the iron stench of blood. The Huns rustled women into caged carts like cattle, and Hunnish archers had struck down men who attempted to resist. In horror, Belisarius had recognized his mother and Pharas’s mother. Almost as soon as the Huns had arrived, they had disappeared into the woods. 

Despite the fear in him that told him to run away, he told himself to be strong. His father had gone to the Persian front, leaving him to protect the family. He recalled the desperate looks on his playmates and knew this was not the time to lose his courage. 

Belisarius snapped out of his trance-like state. “Pharas, do you remember that time when the Huns invaded our village?”

“Yes,” Pharas replied. “You ordered Sunicas and me to follow the Huns and see where they took our mothers. I thought you were insane, and that the Huns would kill us!”

Belisarius smiled and closed his eyes again to relive the memory. He remembered Sunicas agreed with him and said, “If we don’t follow the Huns, we will never see our mothers again.”

“Let’s go then,” Belisarius had said, and the trio ran into the woods toward the threat.

The boys, who were expert trackers, discretely followed the Huns until well past sundown, tying pieces of their tunics to trees at eye level so they could find their way back in the dark. They stopped when they reached the forest overlooking the Huns’ camp. 

“What will they do with them?” Sunicas had asked. His quavering voice had betrayed his fear. 

“They’re Huns. So, they must be looking for ransom,” Belisarius answered as if he were accustomed to such a situation. 

“Ransom! We don’t have a….”

“I know. So, the Huns will probably sell our mothers into slavery!” Belisarius had held a hand over his friend’s mouth to keep his pain in check. 

They stealthily cased the area and managed to steal a knife, a bow, and a quiver full of arrows from a drunken Hun who had gone into the woods to relieve himself. Two more drunken Huns guarded the cages. At the main campfire, their comrades were laughing, drinking the fermented mare’s milk they called kumis, eating raw horsemeat, and brawling among themselves. 

Belisarius remembered that he felt a knot, deep in his stomach, that made him want to throw up. He realized that his pursuit of his mother risked the lives of every woman in the cart and his two best friends. If things went wrong, he would soon be alone in the world. 

“Damned Huns!” Belisarius remembered saying.

“Hey!” Sunicas protested, “I’m a Hun!” Belisarius’s father had adopted Sunicas when Persian raids murdered his parents and left him homeless.

“Yes,” Belisarius replied, “but you’re a Roman Hun. These Bulgarian savages are not.” Belisarius furrowed his brow and bit his lower lip — something he still did when deliberating a grave matter. Then, as now, he had assumed the role of leader — not because he wanted to, but because he had to. “We’ll create a diversion, divide their forces, and take out the easy targets.” 

He remembered that they had practiced these maneuvers in mock operations many times, but at that moment, they would use the skills they had honed while playing and imitating their warrior fathers. He remembered that the price of failure would not be lost prestige, but lost lives. “We’ll have to avoid a full confrontation since they outnumber us. If our plan succeeds, we’ll free the hostages and run off with them!”

“Pharas,” Belisarius had ordered, “quietly release all their horses from the pen. The noise should distract them. Sunicas, you are the marksman. Shoot the guards in the throats so they can’t scream.” He had pointed at two Huns.

Sunicas had given him a slightly irritated look. “What will you do, Flavius?” 

Flavius had found himself bewildered by the question and realized that he hadn’t worked this out yet. “I’m the strategic reserve,” he had said with a laugh that put the trio more at ease. “I can’t reveal my full plan because you might be captured and tortured for information.” He had smiled nervously, and Sunicas rolled his eyes. 

Belisarius then took a serious tone and asked sternly, “Can you do this?” The two had nodded. “When you’ve achieved your objectives, we’ll meet at the cage, free the captives, and bring them home.”

He remembered that while Pharas quietly released the horses, Belisarius had snuck up to the cage where the exhausted women had slept and whispered to the nearest woman who quietly woke his mother.

His mother’s face betrayed pride and fear, “Flavius, how….” 

“Shhh… I’ll explain later.” He had extended his hand through the cage and took hers. “Tell the other women to be quiet. I’m going to pass you a rope. You must all hold onto it, and we’ll lead you out when the time is right.” 

He remembered looking up at the sky. A quarter moon shone just brightly enough that he could find the trail back through the woods without exposing them. He used the stolen knife to cut the ropes that secured the cage door. 

Suddenly, the rumble of two dozen horses stampeding had awakened the sleeping Huns, who began to shout. Belisarius heard a “thwap!” followed by brief gurgling sounds, then silence. Another “thwap” told him Sunicas’s arrows had found their targets. Both guards were dead.

“Now!” he whispered. “Go!” 

The women stood up and grasped the rope.

Pharas led the women away from the camp, while Sunicas and Belisarius stayed behind to watch for followers. A quarter-hour later, they heard the thunder of hooves behind them. Belisarius ran back a hundred paces, and between two tall trees, he tied a rope at the height of a horse’s shoulder. 

He called out, “Hey! Are you looking for your daily wages?”

Three Huns had spotted him, pointed, and given chase. He had faked an escape and then ducked behind the trees. The rope unhorsed two of them as the Huns approached at full gallop. One had fallen dead with a broken neck, and Belisarius had quickly dispatched the other with a knife to his throat. He recalled that that had been his first kill, and while he expected to be conflicted about it, the moment’s urgency allowed no time for introspection. 

Seeing what had happened, the third Hun slowed his horse, drew back his bow, aimed at Belisarius, and loosed an arrow. It stuck in a tree just an arm’s length from his head. The Hun drew another arrow and aimed. Frozen in fear, Belisarius had time enough to hope his mother would escape before he fell, but Sunicas put an arrow in the Hun’s eye and ended the chase. 

“You saved my life, Sunicas,” Belisarius said as he snapped out of his stupor. “In gratitude, I offer you this fine horse.”

“You love dividing the spoils, don’t you?” Sunicas said with a grin. Belisarius grabbed the reins of the other two horses and scooped up the short lances the Huns had been carrying. 

Riding two horses and leading the third, Sunicas and Belisarius had spotted a Hun aiming at the women, who screamed and ran faster. They had turned and charged the Hun with the short lances. Belisarius diverted him from Sunicas, who thrust his lance into the man’s belly, then Belisarius lanced him in the neck, and he fell.

Belisarius looked for his mother but could not find her. He felt his heart racing and tried to control his breathing when he felt himself hyperventilating. Frantically, he asked Pharas where she was, but the boy shrugged his shoulders. Belisarius felt his heart rate increase and felt a shortness of breath. He felt his legs tremble underneath him. 

Belisarius and Sunicas retraced the steps of the women across an open field. In a boggy area, he found a woman wearing his mother’s red dress lying face down in the mud, circled in blood, an arrow in her spine. He remembered that day as the worst in his life. 

An intense urge to run to her overcame him, and his stomach felt intolerably heavy. He dismounted and waded through the mud. “Mother! Mother!” When he had rolled her over, she slowly opened her eyes and struggled to catch her breath, gurgling. The arrow had penetrated a lung and filled it with blood. He had wiped the mud and blood from her face. “Flavius,” she said, touching his cheek, “So proud of you. So brave… All safe?”

“Yes,” he replied, his tears rinsing her bloodied face. “Don’t leave me!” 

“Promise me,” she struggled to whisper, “never again!” 

He nodded rapidly, too choked by grief to say that he understood what she wanted him to do. “I promise.” He watched in sorrow as her soul’s hold on this world slipped away, and she took one last dying breath. He was rocking her in his arms when Sunicas reached him. 

“Flavius, we have to get out of here before the rest of the Huns find us,” Sunicas urged.

Belisarius didn’t move for a full minute. He wiped the blood around her mouth and kissed her tenderly on the lips. He gently closed her eyes, put his arms underneath her, gently removed the arrow from her back, picked her up, and stood up slowly and silently. Sunicas helped him lift his mother onto his horse, and he rode behind her. They headed back to the village to join Pharas and the freed women. From a distance, the freed women cheered the two young liberators until they realized their mother was dead in the saddle. 

Broken, Belisarius dismounted with his mother and entered his smoldering, roofless home. He placed her on the charred remains of his dining room table, took off his cloak, and covered her, silently vowing to honor his mother’s dying wish. This raid would never happen again, anywhere. He would dedicate his life to making the empire safe.

 




Chapter Two 
The Duel 


David said to the Philistine, “You come to me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day, the Lord will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off your head…. The battle is the Lord’s, and he will give you into our hand.”

— I Samuel 17:45-47

Roman Fortress at Dara near the Persian Border 
27 June 530, A.D. 

“Hey, Flavius! Have you fallen asleep in your bath?” Pharas asked, grinning.

“What was our commander muttering?” John asked. “Something about ‘Never again. Never again?’” John asked Pharas.

“Yes,” Pharas laughed. “He dreamed of his first kiss with that toothless Egyptian belly dancer at your wedding!” 

The two generals laughed, startling Belisarius out of his reverie. He shook his head and rubbed his heavy eyelids. “Pharas? John? What’s so funny?”

The two only laughed harder. Belisarius smiled embarrassingly. “When I heard the children laughing, I remembered why we’re here. This town and these people are worth defending. The Persians have no right to this place, and they will destroy it.” 

Pharas and John stopped laughing and nodded, splashing cool water on their faces as if to sober up. “Indeed, the Roman retreat must stop here — today!” Pharas said sternly.

“No easy task,” John added slowly.

“The question is how?” Pharas said.

“I know,” Belisarius sighed. “We’re responsible for the fate of Dara, but why should we think we’ll fare any better than we did at Thannuris?”

“We have to,” Pharas replied. “After the Persians sacrificed four hundred Roman nuns to the goddess Al-Uzza, I expect that those savages will either kill or enslave anyone captured at Dara.” Belisarius nodded in agreement.

In the steam room, Belisarius inhaled the sweet incense burned to mask the body odors that drifted from the exercise and sweat rooms. A servant placed red-hot volcanic rocks on the center of the floor, then gently poured rosemary-scented water over them, filling the space with steam. Belisarius closed his eyes, inhaled, and smiled. It reminded him of a perfume his mother wore and somehow strengthened his resolve.

Half an hour later, they were in the rinsing room where a servant poured cold water over them. Belisarius avoided the temptation to shriek, and chuckled when he saw how much the servant enjoyed this part of the job. It reminded him of the days when his mother would bathe him and gently mock him for “being afraid of a little cold water.” 

Belisarius watched a swallow building a nest in an overhang as he shivered and dried himself. The bird studied the generals, seemed to dismiss them, and swooped to fill his beak with the cool water. The generals looked at each other and nodded their approval.

“It’s a good omen, Flavius,” John said. “Even the swallow shall find a home for its nest where she may lay her young.” 

Sunicas rushed into the room, disturbing the swallow, which flew away and interrupted the officers’ serenity. 

“Like a fluttering sparrow or a darting swallow, an undeserved curse will not land on its intended victim,” John said to more laughs and a clueless Sunicas. 

Sunicas was thirty, the same age as his childhood friends, but he looked much older. A long mustache shadowed his lips, and he had shaved the front of his head, giving him the appearance of a receding hairline while a black ponytail snaked down his back. He wore animal skins over most of his body, scaled armor protected his chest and back, and his fur cap resembled the traditional yurts in which his people had lived until the Persians destroyed them.

“Who is that prancing peacock to defy the armies of Rome?” Sunicas demanded. “Flavius, how long will you allow the Persian fool to insult us?”

“Until dawn, Sunicas,” Belisarius replied, “The men need to regain their strength. We will be fighting soon enough. We should be grateful that our Persian guests haven’t rushed into battle.”

“If you have no more need of me,” he said, “I should like to pick up the gauntlet on your behalf. I have earned a chance to distinguish myself.”

“That you have, Sunicas,” Belisarius replied, “but this Persian has challenged me.”

“True enough, but we cannot send our top commander into a duel,” Sunicas replied.

Belisarius smiled, raised an eyebrow, and looked at John. “I am thinking about accepting the challenge.” John nodded his approval.

“Ha! You cannot beat him!” The cynical voice from the other side of the bathhouse belonged to Constantinus, lying on his belly while a domestic used a strigil to scrape dirt off his back. 

Belisarius let out a long sigh. “We can always count on you for a word of encouragement.”

“That’s why they call him the ‘black centurion,’” Pharas said as he looked in the corner of the bath where he saw Constantinus’s black leather cuirass with purple trimming and a black plumed helmet carefully stacked on a rack. 

Constantinus sat up, joined the generals in the bath, and began shaving his head. Pharas studied him with disbelief and said, “I suppose that when you are done making yourself look like Julius Caesar, you’ll rinse your head in our bath water?”

Constantinus nodded, indifferent to the idea that Pharas did not want his colleague’s head shavings stuck to his body when he emerged from the bath. Pharas rolled his eyes. 

“That Persian is huge and fierce,” Constantinus continued, “and I doubt his commander, Perozes, would have allowed him to taunt us if he doubts his chance of victory.” 

“Well, General, let’s just say that I am intrigued about a David versus Goliath contest,” Belisarius said. 

John turned to Constantinus and the other bathers and said, “Flavius, if you unhorse this fire-worshipper, the Persians will see it as a bad omen. The sooner we finish this bloody war, the sooner our men can return to their families.” 

Belisarius rubbed his chin, “Agreed, John. I’ll accept this challenge tomorrow. We could all use a good dose of martial spirit right now. The Persians outnumber us and have won every battle anyone alive can remember.”

“God be with you, Flavius,” Pharas said, striking his commander’s shoulder.

Constantinus submerged his head in the bath water and vigorously rubbed his head. Pharas watched the event in disgust, jumped out of the water like a frog, and yelled, “By God’s bones!”

The other generals gradually emerged from the bath less dramatically, but as Pharas departed, he kicked Constantinus’s armor rack into the water. 

“Damn you, barbarian!” Constantinus yelled as Belisarius, Sunicas, and John laughed at the display of intemperance and quickly left the scene before it further escalated. 

Belisarius returned to his private quarters, laid his weary head on the bed and hoped to fall asleep, but he could not. That night, Belisarius’s sweat-drenched body tossed and turned in his sinfully luxurious feather bed. His mind fixated on a terrible dream of a colossal Persian looking down upon him from a towering height. He heard the giant’s voice inciting his comrade to show no mercy to the Romans. No matter how hard he tried, he could not arise from his vulnerable position on the ground. To his utter horror, he realized that his belly had been cut wide open, and rivers of blood poured out. The brute waved his sword above his head as blood ran down the hilt and his arm. 

“And now I will destroy your entire army!”

 

Belisarius awoke to a transitioning sky. He wasn’t sure if he had slept at all. John recognized this at once. 

“Nightmares again, Flavius?” he asked with concern in his voice. Belisarius nodded. John helped his friend put on his scale armor, strapped his greaves to his shins, and placed his visored helmet on his head. “Nightmares can be terrifying, Flavius, but the real terror happens when you’re awake.” He slapped Belisarius on the chest, “We’re taking down these Persians today, Flavius.”

At that moment, Sunicas came through the door. “Flavius, send that creature back to his Creator!”

“God willing, Sunicas.”

“And don’t forget to take his Nisean steed. We’re short of good horses.” 

“Yes, every infantryman wants to be a cavalryman, doesn’t he?”

Belisarius left the governor’s palace and passed through the city gate. All eyes were upon him, and he felt the weight of command like he never had. As he mounted Bucephalus and rode across the Roman line, his troops put down their morning meal, stood at attention for their commander, and erupted into cheers. Belisarius acknowledged their acclaim but found himself wishing he shared their good spirits. He felt tired from poor sleep and a weak breakfast that had refused to stay down. 

As Belisarius rode past Constantinus, the general shook his head in disapproval. “I’ve had men flogged for this sort of charade.” 

He saw John standing beside the army chaplain, who beckoned Belisarius to dismount. The monk approached him with a jar of chrism and a hand raised. He put his thumb in the chrismaria and then pressed it hard into Belisarius’s forehead, making a sign of the cross. “May you do what the Lord of Hosts requires of you, Flavius Belisarius. May He diminish your fears, fill you with courage, and keep you safe from all harm.”

Belisarius thanked him, and the priest stepped aside. He inhaled the scent of the balsam and felt his spirit start to awaken. As John stepped in front of him, Belisarius smiled. “What do you have that can top that?” 

John handed him a small sack. “I spent the morning collecting them from the riverbed.”

Belisarius untied the string and opened the sack.

“Five smooth stones,” Belisarius said as he recalled the story of David and Goliath. “Very fitting.” He felt two tears of gratitude escape from his eyes as John warmly embraced him.

“Come back to us, Flavius, or Constantinus will be spitting on your grave.”

“Thank you, John,” Belisarius laughed, escaped the embrace, and remounted his horse.

The brazen Persian knight was already on the field, and as Belisarius appeared to face him, he lowered his lance, let out a battle cry, and charged at full gallop. Belisarius prayed, “Lord, give me strength.” He leaned forward in the saddle and stirrups, kicked his horse in the ribs, and aimed his lance, unflinching as the Persian galloped toward him, then plunged it into the chest of the giant, who rolled onto the ground. The horse, now riderless, ran Belisarius down, propelling him ten paces back as his helmet somersaulted another twenty. 

He struggled to get up, fearing the Persian would cut him down, but the giant lay on his back, weighed down by his heavy armor, as helpless as a tortoise turned shell-side down. Belisarius tossed his lance aside, pulled his sword from its sheath, and charged before the Persian could stand up. He recalled for a moment that this was the opposite of what had happed in his dream. He pressed his left hand into the man’s fractured sternum while slashing his throat with his right so that he bled out in seconds like a sacrificial animal. Belisarius’s exhilaration over his triumph was short-lived and soon replaced by grief. 

Belisarius stood up and surveyed the lifeless body under him. “This day did not have to end like this for you,” he said as sadness overcame him. 

The Roman troops watching from their lines erupted in cheers and banged their shields, chanting, “Belsar! Belsar!” Few of his infantrymen spoke Latin well enough to pronounce his name correctly. He looked toward the Persian battlefront, hoping they would quit the field as promised, but he was not surprised to see them standing their ground. He retrieved his helmet and turned back to the Roman line. When he was within a stone’s throw, Pharas yelled, “Flavius, behind you!” 

A second Persian knight cantered toward him. Fear gripped Belisarius as he realized the folly of turning his back to the enemy line. He mentally chastised himself for forgetting one of the critical rules of warfare: “Be ever on the watch for the opportunity to strike the enemy before he is ready.” He turned around and saw a Persian bent over the giant’s body. 

“My son!” the Persian cried and stopped to mourn the corpse. In an instant, his sorrow turned to rage. He kicked his horse’s ribs hard, lowered his lance, and charged at Belisarius, shaking the ground beneath him. 

Belisarius cursed and wondered whether the Persians had planned an immediate follow-on attack if the giant had failed. He remounted his stallion and counter-charged at full gallop, the white plume of his helmet streaming behind him. He leaned forward in his stirrups and blinked quickly as his eyes, dried by the sand and wind, blurred his vision. The two knights collided, deflecting blows with their lances so that neither could score a direct hit, crashing so violently that both horses and knights fell to the ground, their lances shattered. 

Belisarius rose and frantically reached for his sword but found it was no longer in his belt. “Deodamnautus!” he murmured.

The Persian managed to get up on one knee and snapped his horsewhip. Belisarius charged him at a run, checking his belt for anything he might use to kill the Persian. As he felt nothing but John’s little sack of stones, he laughed, wrapped his hand around it, and determined to transform it into a mace. He pulled his arm back and then quickly swung it forward, striking the Persian in the forehead. The Persian fell back and tackled Belisarius as he did so. Belisarius wrestled the old knight, got behind him, and held him by the throat as he kicked and thrashed. The weight of the Persian’s armor prevented him from breaking free, and as Belisarius squeezed the life from him, his movements slowed.

Belisarius stood and raised the bag of stones above his head. “Roma vincit!” he shouted to the tumultuous applause of 25,000 Romans and the Dara garrison while the Persian phalanx froze in horrified disbelief. Then he lifted the slain father, carried him to the place where his son had fallen, laid him next to the giant, and made the sign of the cross. “May God commend you for your courage today, brothers.” Belisarius’s stomach heaved at the smell of their blood, and, for a moment, he wished he were anywhere else. Were it not for his promise to his mother, he might have been. 

He looked in his hand, beheld the ridiculous weapon he had used to slay his opponent, and wondered how things might have turned out had John not given him his sack of stones. “Fickle fortune reigns,” he thought aloud, “and, undiscerning, scatters crowns and chains.”

He gathered the reins of the Nisean chargers and mounted one — struggling to hide the pain of his bruises from the admiring eyes of his comrades. He looked again at the Persian line to be sure there were no more challengers but saw only two unarmed young attendants running to retrieve the bodies of their fallen heroes, shouting at him in Persian. He did not understand their words, but their gestures implied that they were furious he had taken their horses. He wondered about a people who seemed more concerned about stolen horses than dead comrades and gave them a disapproving look. 

He turned around and, in his best Greek, yelled, “If you want them, come and get them!” then cantered his prizes to the Roman line, where raised swords saluted him. The Persian trumpets blasted for a withdrawal back to Nisibis, and the troops cheered again. “Thank God,” he murmured. 

As he rode back to the Roman line, John was the first one to greet him. “Did you slay that second Persian with the sack…”

“Yes,” Belisarius interrupted with a firmness that conveyed the farcicality of the idea. “Here, you can have them back now.” He tried to hand John a blood-soaked sack.

“No, Flavius, I think you should keep it. They seem to have brought you Divine favor. Your return is an answer to many prayers.”

Pharas joined them. “A double win is a good omen for us,” he said. “What do you need?” 

“A bath for me and water for my new horses!” The men around them laughed, and he played along, dismounted, stripped down to his tunic, and headed back to the baths.

“You’ve earned your bath today,” Pharas said as the medicus5 spread ointment on Belisarius’s bruises and bandaged his swollen, purple rib cage. “In slaying the giant, you have convinced the army that we can beat them.”

Belisarius turned to John. “My biblical history is a bit hazy, John, but didn’t the Philistines turn and run after David slew their giant?”

John laughed and smirked. “Yes, Flavius. I’m sorry. I’m afraid the Persians may be less acquainted with that story, so you’ll have to settle for an orderly retreat.”

Belisarius shook his head in humorous disappointment. “Well, that’s a good day’s work, then.”

He then beckoned his secretary Procopius. “Be sure to record that on the day before the battle, a slave to the bath slew two of the best of the Persian army.” 

Procopius was slight and clean-shaven, with a look of innocence that hid his raw ambition. He had been born in Caesarea in Palestine and was a lawyer by training with an elite Greek education. He lacked experience on the battlefield, but no one knew Herodotus better, and he could recite details from any battle ever recorded by the Greeks or Romans. Belisarius had entrusted him with maintaining a detailed military log of the Persian campaign to be delivered to the Emperor. Pharas had once opined that Procopius harbored an inordinate affection for the general, but Belisarius dismissed the idea. 

The medicus brought Belisarius into the surgeon’s tent, poked and squeezed, then reported to Pharas, Sunicas, and John: “Two, perhaps three, cracked ribs. Nothing serious, but I recommend thirty days of rest and recovery.” 

“We have a comedian among us,” Belisarius said, laughing before wincing from the pain it brought and soberly reminding himself that he was in no condition to pull a bow or swing a sword the following day. He wondered what might happen to him if he were captured, a fate worse than death. 

He remembered the life of Valerian, whom the Persians captured in battle almost two centuries before. Then-Shah Shapur ordered the fallen Emperor to serve as a human footstool whenever he mounted his horse. When the proud Emperor could no longer endure the abuse, Shapur ordered him killed by being flayed alive and then had Valerian skinned, stuffed with straw, and preserved as a trophy in the main temple in Ctesiphon. Belisarius shivered at the thought.

“The Persians will be back tomorrow morning,” he said grimly, “and the entire Persian host will come at us this time.”
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Chapter Three
All the King’s Horses


“It was for [Justinian] I chased
The Persians o’er wild and waste,
As General of the East;
Night after night I lay
In their camps of yesterday;
Their forage was my feast.”

— Belisarius, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Roman Fortress at Dara near the Persian Frontier 
28 June 530, A.D. 

In the darkness before dawn, an additional ten-thousand Persians arrived from the Nisibis garrison. Despite his wounds and the impending threat, Belisarius slept well in the governor’s palace until the familiar pounding of military boots woke him. He rose slowly and examined the speckled purple skin around his rib cage. His swollen rib cage made him take a deep breath, which only added to the pain. The gratitude for surviving the combat against the Persians suppressed his temptation to complain. Procopius burst in with a message.

“They outnumber us more than two-to-one now, General,” Procopius said, massaging his palm with his thumb to relax his nerves. “Constantinus has recommended that we seek terms of surrender and withdraw.”

Belisarius gave him an annoyed look and a long sigh; his cracked ribs protested. He wondered if Constantinus was right: the Romans rarely beat the Persians even when the odds were in their favor. His injury gave him an excuse to turn over command to Constantinus, but he knew what that would mean for the residents of Dara, and he would not abandon them. Justinian’s orders were clear: check the Persian advance in Syria. Surrender was not in keeping with that order. 

He covered himself in gold-plated scale armor, leaving only his neck and calves exposed, then threw a vermilion cloak over his shoulders. Even before the sunrise, it was hot, and he wiped his dripping brow. 

When he reached the palace tablinum,6 he found Pharas and John looking grim as they studied the battlefield mock-up, a sand-filled box Procopius had prepared. Belisarius commanded the combined forces of the Roman armies, six hundred mounted archers led by Sunicas, three hundred Herulian cavalrymen led by Pharas, and a heavy cavalry unit commanded by John. The three generals were his most trusted commanders.

But the Persians badly outnumbered them. Belisarius stepped onto the balcony and watched as Sunicas rode up to the villa. Sunicas pulled a chunk of horsemeat from under his saddle, gnawed it like a fox, and washed it down with fermented mare’s milk. 

From the balcony, he watched John, a man who had saved his life more than once, his swaggering presence reassured Belisarius. He watched the sun rise and reflect off the armor of 50,000 Persians standing shoulder-to-shoulder as far as Belisarius could see. He struggled to conceal his pain as he strode forward to begin his morning briefing. He knew seeing their commander in pain would only add to the somber feeling in the room. As Sunicas and Constantinus joined them in the tablinum, Belisarius strutted into the room with the strut of a lion who had just bested a rival. 

“Procopius was up all night playing in this little sandbox while all of you were writing nervous letters to your lovers,” he said, and guilty laughter eased the tension in the room. 

“But now, back to business. The Persians outnumber us only if we believe that a general can command 50,000 troops. I do not think it is possible. Most of their infantry are little more than enslaved people serving masters whom they despise more than they fear. They will desert at the first sign of trouble. Their wicker shields and spears no more make them spearmen than flutes would make them snake charmers.” 

Pharas’s laughter surpassed the others, and Belisarius gave him a grateful glance. He could always count on Pharas to laugh at his jokes. His delightful laughter was infectious to all but Constantinus, who remained as dour as a widow at a funeral.

“So, what is your plan, General?” Constantinus asked. 

Procopius had made a long groove in the sand to represent the deep trench with multiple narrow drawbridges. He pointed to the mockup. “The fortress at Dara is not large enough to support us, so we’ll place ourselves in front of it while the army places itself behind this long trench.” 

“John, your cavalry will command the right wing. Sunicas, your mounted archers will flank the center.” The two commanders nodded their approval of the plan. “Buzes and Pharas, you will cover our left flank, ready to spring into action on the rearguard of the Persian cavalry.” Pharas started to say something. 

“What is it, Pharas?” 

“Flavius, my Herulian light cavalry can remain hidden behind the hills and emerge when the time is right.”

Great thinking. “Then take that position on the extreme left wing,” Belisarius replied. 

“What about the limitanei?” Constantinus asked. “I fear they will flee.”

Belisarius had hastily assembled the limitanei from the local garrisons of infantry, mostly unarmored foot archers. “They’re not Caesar’s legionnaires, I know,” Belisarius said, “but they will hold the center ground. They are accustomed to fighting behind the security of high walls, so the redoubt should afford them some protection. The Persian knights will be unable to leap over it and struggle to climb it.” He studied Constantinus’s skeptical look and added, “Your thoughts, general?”

Constantinus raised his nose in the air, closed his eyes, and shook his head. “Perozes will avoid the trap you have set for him unless he first routes at least one of our flanks.” 

“True,” Belisarius said. “We must confine the Persians to the killing zone where our unmounted archers can play a decisive role. Our cavalry must get behind the Persians. If the flanks fall back a bit, steady them! Treat this battle as an ordinary drill. I’ll be waiting with the rearguard reserve in case you decide to cut and run.” 

His commanders returned feigned scowls, but Constantinus seemed to take affront to the suggestion. 

“If we hold them,” Belisarius continued, “we can expect an attack on the opposite flank since no general likes to order his troops to march over their comrades’ dead or dying bodies, and the sight of dying horses unnerves the chargers, as well. Any questions?” 

Most of the commanders shook their heads. Only Constantinus seemed unconvinced.

“What role shall I have?” he asked indignantly.

No one answered until Belisarius started to say something. John quickly cut him off, “You, Constantinus, will be in the rear in case all goes poorly, and we need a general officer to offer terms of surrender.”

An awkward silence filled the room until Belisarius spoke, “You have command of the infantry. Once it’s clear we have neutralized their cavalry, your men will advance toward the Persian line.” Constantinus’s hiss and glare indicated his contempt for infantry and his preference to command cavalry. Belisarius had tried cultivating a professional relationship with Constantinus but had largely given up when he suggested that surrender was the best option.

Constantinus tried to lighten the blow to his ego. “I shall inform the Emperor of the folly of this battle and tell him that the human wastage was unnecessary.”

“Your apprehension is duly noted,” Belisarius said. He turned to his resident expert on the earlier Greco-Persian wars.

“Procopius, surely this is not the first time in history when outnumbered men have stood up to the Persians, is it?”

“No, indeed not, sir,” Procopius said. “Spartan King Leonidas used this strategy at the Battle of Thermopylae. The Persians could create a wider front and outflank us with their great numbers, so we limit them by exploiting the hilly terrain.” 

Constantinus shook his baldhead impatiently. “Thank you for the schoolboy history lesson, Procopius.” 

“This is a sound plan,” Pharas said, “but once launched, our ability to see what Perozes is doing will be extremely limited, and it will be nearly impossible to call back so many men.” 

Belisarius nodded in relief. He knew that his commanders needed to endorse his plan if he were to gain the confidence of his troops. Yet he wondered if his battle plan were not based more 
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on assumptions and rumors than facts. Much of his intelligence on Perozes’s army came from the hearsay of nearby villagers prone to turning every tidbit into a tall tale. The Persians’ alleged “mountains” of grain gave him no idea how long Perozes could feed his army without resupplying. 

“Pharas is right,” Belisarius said. “Keep your men disciplined. Anyone who tends toward brashness should be at the back of the line. Maintain unit cohesion at all costs.” He dragged his finger between two steep hills in the sandbox. “This trench extends a mile between the two mountain ridges. We can lower the drawbridges on the flanking trenches to allow our cavalry to counterattack, but we must not let the Persians cross them. Guard those spots with your strongest and bravest men. The center infantry trench is set a hundred paces back and does not have bridges. Those troops must not venture out until victory is nearly certain. The Persians cannot get around our line, and those two mountain ridges are a day’s march away.”

He turned to Sunicas. “We have a strong wind at our backs, and our bows are stronger with a longer range. I’m confident we’ll get the better of the first contact with the enemy, but we must prevent the Persians from deploying all their troops at once….”

“Or you’ll end up like Emperor Valerian on all fours,” Procopius said, “serving as Shah Kavad’s human footstool.” 

His commanders laughed at this, but Sunicas glared at Procopius. Belisarius turned to look sympathetically at his adoptive brother and recalled how the Persian shah had enslaved his extended family. “Surrender is not an option,” the Hun said.

Belisarius nodded. “If we drive them back, we must pursue them for no more than a mile. If they manage to regroup, they can use their larger numbers to their advantage, envelope us, and snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. If Heaven favors us, we might beat this army today, but don’t forget….” He paused for dramatic effect and looked each officer in the eyes. “…we lack the forces to destroy it.” 

At that moment, General Buzes entered the room. “Sorry I’m late, sir. So, what did you decide? Full frontal assault?” Buzes was an Illyrian famous for his drinking, womanizing, and inability to show up on time. He had big red lips, brown curly hair, and an impulsive spirit. 

Constantinus interrupted him. “Like you and your brother Cutzes tried at Thannuris? No, Buzes, we will not attempt another foolish assault!”

“Cutzes died in that….” Buzes yelled and began to charge after Constantinus, who put his hand on the hilt of his sword.

“Gentlemen, please,” Belisarius exhorted them, and Buzes backed off. “We’re letting the Persians make the first move, Buzes, and there will be no pursuit of the enemy in terrain we have not first surveyed.”

A breathless courier arrived, knocking over a stack of lances. “Sir, we have a reply to your peace overture.” 

“Where is your Persian-speaking colleague?” Belisarius asked. 

“The Persians detained him, sir. Perozes claimed that anyone who spoke Persian and worked for the Roman Emperor must be a lying traitor. This box contains his reply.” 

The general calmly opened it and frowned. “Well, gentlemen, we have our answer.” He held up the open box, which contained the translator’s tongue.

The senior officers left the palace, mounted their horses, and headed to the front where the Roman army had taken positions in their lines. Belisarius regretted how badly his war council had gone. He preferred to build consensus among his commanders but knew he lacked the standing to do that before this battle. He hoped he had a better standing among the men, but their nervous faces and lowered voices made him wonder if they had doubts about him. Some men prayed desperate acts of contrition to purge their souls of sin, while others fidgeted with their arms or made improvements to the trenches. Hot dust filled every nostril. 

Belisarius took his position in the center rear of his long formation with Procopius at his side. The red sun was beginning to beat down on the troops. His escorts, the bucellarii, baked under heavy chain mail and scale armor to the knees while their heads cooked in steel helmets and visors, and sweat stung their eyes. 

Procopius removed the helmet from his sweaty brow. “When will this battle start anyway?” he asked. “We’ll die of hunger and heat stroke if we sit out here much longer!”

He’s right: I need to take care of these men. God help me.

“Their clibanarii and horses are suffering at least as much as we are,” Belisarius replied as he watched his men stand at the ready hour after hour. Finally, he rode up to address them, and they saluted him with their swords. His captains gave the order to distribute bread and garum, a salted fish paste, ahead of schedule so they would have some sustenance before the battle. As the supernumeraries brought out the food, he suspected it might prompt the Persians to attack. 
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